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Praise for Inglorious


A powerful indictment of the grouse-shooting industry and its illegal shooting and propaganda war against the Hen Harrier.

Guardian

No other book this year put the cat amongst the pigeons (or rather, the game birds) like Avery’s impassioned investigation into driven grouse shooting and its impact on moorland ecology.

The Times

This book pulls no punches… This is a book you must read whether or not you support such shooting.

Highland Press

Avery is not afraid to ruffle feathers, but his unapologetically polemical book also happens to be utterly fascinating… Pacy and passionate, this is nature writing that insists you sit up and take note.

The Lady

Mr Avery writes with a light touch and endearing self-deprecation. He’s passionate (obsessed?) about the Hen Harrier.

Country Life

Mark Avery makes a persuasive case for abolishing driven grouse hunts. Expansive in scope yet forensic in detail … This clearly reasoned and well-written book is inspired by the author’s exasperation … It’s a powerful message.

BBC Wildlife

It is well-documented and impeccably logical; I find it convincing.

The Independent

Inglorious is fuelled by hard and difficult facts, which the author has presented without getting them too caught up in his own emotional bias, but we, as the readers, can allow ourselves to be affected by this awful tale and can pass on the message of this book. I am angry about what I have learnt in reading this and I will support all efforts to halt this strange and hideous pastime.

Caught by the River
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Foreword

Lack of parity in justice is something that aggrieves us all. From the time when our little sister or big brother gets a cuddle and an ice cream and we get told off and sent to our room when ‘they did it’, to Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’, from Dances with Wolves beating Goodfellas to the Best Picture Oscar in 1991 to the Sex Pistols being denied the number one spot with ‘God Save the Queen’ in 1977, the rancour, the rage, the anger when things just aren’t fair seizes us all, fuelling our fury probably more than anything else. It is primal; it has led to words, wars, revolutions, divorces and lifelong disagreements, and it’s fundamentally what this book is all about. That, and grotesque acts of vicious vandalism that rob us of our natural heritage. And lies, lots and lots of lies. Mostly fusty old lies, but damned lies all the same. So this book is going to get your goat, enflame your ire and make you cross, but if it achieves its purpose it will motivate you to help put an end to an insidious, hugely destructive and outdated practice that isn’t ethically or morally fit for the twenty-first century – driven grouse shooting.

I like Mark Avery’s outlook and attitude. He’s fairly unique among contemporary conservationists for two important reasons – he doesn’t sit on the fence, and he doesn’t pull his punches. Thus he isn’t afraid to say it like it is and doesn’t shy away from a fight. If only significant others were of the same ilk – but they’re not. In these risk-averse, politically correct and cowardly times they are responsible for putting the ‘con’ in conservation, which is shameful given the dire straits our wildlife is in. Here, on the other hand, is a frank and uncompromised missive about a very hot topic. Mark has laid out the facts for us to digest, and most of those facts are ugly, so while you will probably not enjoy this book in the true sense of the word, it is undeniably essential reading if you have any interest in wildlife and conservation in the UK. It is an important book – in fact, it’s a must-read.

Despite centring predominantly on two bird species, the Red Grouse and the Hen Harrier, Inglorious is mainly about people: those who shoot and those who would rather enjoy life than take it. At certain points I sat back, sighed and couldn’t believe I was reading about events that were happening now. It is as if all the science, all the ecology, the knowledge, the respect and the understanding that we have so diligently and passionately evolved simply didn’t exist. Aspects of this ‘industry’ seem to persist in a vile vacuum rooted in an ignorant, intolerant and inglorious past. And to try and justify its stance, it trots out a shabby litany of idiotic lies that may somehow have been believable to previous generations but are frankly embarrassing to this one, given the sophistication our public now has in ecological matters. For instance, in recent years a number of grouse moors have eradicated all the mountain hares on their land – they’ve enacted lagomorphicide – because the hares can transmit a parasite to the grouse. There cannot be a single viewer of wildlife television who doesn’t realise that such lunacy will have a profound effect on the ecology of that community, a community equally devoid of predators of all kinds; it will damage it irreparably. So when we are told by the shooting fraternity that they are ‘looking after the uplands’ the joke simply isn’t funny any more. They burn it, drain it, poison it, denude it of any life that may possibly harm a grouse, and then kill the grouse themselves. How absurd.

So why does it continue? Why has Mark had to sit down and detail the anatomy of this atrocity? Basically, money and psychosis. A tiny, selfish, destructive minority who measure their pleasure in the number of things they can kill. Well, I say ‘bollocks’ to money and psychosis, and when you’ve read this I’m sure you will too. Because this minority doesn’t ‘own’ the things they kill – we do. They’re our Hen Harriers, our Peregrines, our Golden Eagles, Goshawks, Buzzards and Kites that rot on the moors to sustain this insanity. These birds are our national natural treasures, which we are being unjustly and illegally robbed of, and the ‘getting away with it’ has gone too far. If I walked into an art gallery and slashed and smashed a Constable or a Gainsborough or a Landseer beyond repair I’d be pilloried across the globe as a vandal, as a monster who had stolen the world’s right to enjoy a great masterpiece. And I’d hopefully be jailed. But when a gamekeeper shoots a raptor, even if they are caught, and even if they are prosecuted (which is a rarity), nothing effectively happens. The punishment never fits the crime.

Okay, so let’s imagine you’ve read the book, you are now as furious about this evil fiasco as Mark is, and as I am; what are you going to do to actually make a difference? Because I’m afraid caring is not enough – action is required to effect change. Well, you have to make your voice heard, so use Twitter, Facebook, YouTube … any social medium to communicate your opinions to others. Write letters to the press, to the NGOs, to MPs, or blog to the world, and support the newly inaugurated Hen Harrier Day, which will run annually in August until we can rid our countryside of illegal raptor persecution. Refute apathy, empower yourself and make a difference.

One day this horror will end, of course, but with your help it will end a lot sooner, and your grandchildren and those of the rotten criminals will thank you for it.

Chris Packham

New Forest 2015


Preface

This book has a point of view – it sets out the case for ending driven grouse shooting in our uplands. In some ways that is quite a ‘big ask’, as grouse shooting is a favoured sport of the rich and powerful in the UK, and so the vested interests are immense. Nevertheless, its demise is inevitable, because it is a practice pursued by the few to the detriment of the many. I am sure that driven grouse shooting will be consigned to history within the next few years and, if you agree with the case made in this book, you can help to hasten that end.

The whole business of shooting grouse is a rather parochial and peculiarly British affair, of little interest to most of the world. Indeed, it is of equally little concern to most of us in Britain, but when people learn about what grouse shooting entails then most become far less inclined to tolerate it. Shooting Red Grouse in huge numbers for fun is such a ridiculous pastime that only those closest to it will seek to support it – those who find the shooting of a hundred or more birds in a day an attractive way to spend their time, those who are employed by the industry, and a few hangers-on. The rest of us, who suffer the harmful side effects of this industry on our enjoyment of the countryside, on our water bills and on the climate that we all experience, and who are subsidising grouse shooting to an enormous extent, will eventually wake up and decide that a couple of centuries of intensive upland management to produce artificially high densities of one species of gamebird is quite enough. 

In conservation terms, too, grouse shooting is an oddity. Nowhere else in the world do the same issues arise, and nowhere else are the same arguments made in quite the same way, or with the same venom. This is a peculiarly British conservation issue, deeply rooted in Britain’s class system and played out according to class lines. As such, it is not only an interesting case study in nature conservation, but an enlightening object lesson in what really makes Britain tick – even in the early years of the twenty-first century.

The book starts with some biology, as it’s always good to start with something that seems reassuringly eternal. But we start not with the biology of the grouse themselves but with that of a bird that eats grouse, namely the Hen Harrier. Hen Harriers have been on Earth since long before men in tweed started shooting Red Grouse for pleasure. They are completely protected by the law, on paper, although not in practice in the hills where grouse shooting takes place. And so this book starts with an appreciation of a victim of the grouse-shooting industry. As we move through its pages we will find that the conflict between Hen Harriers and grouse shooting has been an important one, but also that there are other victims of grouse shooting – other animals, some plants, and quite a lot of people too.

The second chapter takes us through a short history of grouse shooting and explains where it came from, how the method of killing grouse has changed over time, who does it and where it is done. Chapter 3 looks at the conflict between the Hen Harrier (the subject of Chapter 1) and grouse shooting (the subject of Chapter 2) through a study carried out on the Scottish estate of the Duke of Buccleuch in the mid-1990s. Everything was different after that study, and Chapter 4 describes the events between the end of the study on the Buccleuch land and the end of the year 2013. It also describes how I weighed up the evidence both for and against driven grouse shooting, and eventually came down in favour of radical change. Chapter 5 describes the events of 2014, which might justifiably be called the ‘Year of the Hen Harrier’ from the point of view of someone (myself) intimately involved in many of those events. Chapter 6 looks 25 years into the future, to a time when driven grouse shooting is banned, and comments on the position then from the point of view of an ex-gamekeeper whose life has changed dramatically. Chapter 7 briefly describes how the demise of driven grouse shooting is inevitable, and how you can help bring it about.

I wrote this book because I wanted to, and because I felt I ought to. I also wrote it with the aim of getting the subject out of my system. Writing these last few words now, in early March 2015, I am glad I wrote Inglorious and I hope you like reading it (or hate reading it, depending on who you are) – but I am not entirely sure that the writing of it has altogether purged my system of the issues surrounding driven grouse shooting.

Preface to the paperback edition


I have taken the opportunity of the publication of the paperback edition of this book to write a short additional chapter to bring this fast-moving story of the campaign against driven grouse-shooting up to date with events in 2015 and early 2016. Progress is being made and the issues surrounding the unsustainable nature of intensive grouse-moor management are becoming better known and understood.

This book both documents that campaign and is a part of it. If you find the case against driven grouse-shooting set out in these pages convincing, then please add your name to the current e-petition to ban driven grouse-shooting, which can be found at https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/125003 up until 20 September 2016.


Mark Avery, Northamptonshire

@markavery

March 2015


CHAPTER ONE

The harrier harried

‘The time has come,’ the Walrus said, ‘To talk of many things: Of shoes—and ships—and sealing-wax—Of cabbages—and kings— And why the sea is boiling hot—And whether pigs have wings.’

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

IN this book we shall talk of many things, from the Game Acts to the Turner Contemporary Gallery in Margate, from sheep ticks to the Royal Family, from the discoloration of mountain streams to social media, and from the last Ice Age to the composition of the Westminster parliament. We shall discuss all these and more – but we shall start with the Hen Harrier.

Of all the birds of Britain and Ireland, the Hen Harrier (Circus cyaneus) is arguably the one that most strongly divides opinions – some love it and some hate it. Elsewhere in its extensive world range, covering much of Europe and Asia, and much of North America too, it is regarded either as ‘just another bird of prey’ or as a beautiful bird which preys, rather usefully, on small rodents. But in the UK it is a contentious bird because it eats Red Grouse, and these are often Red Grouse that someone would pay a large amount of money to shoot. If the Hen Harrier eats a grouse, the shooter can’t shoot it – and that is the nub of the reason why the status of the Hen Harrier is discussed in the corridors of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs in Smith Square in London, on the moors of the north Pennines, and by groups of birders in pubs after a day in the field.

Hardly any ordinary person in the street will have heard of the Hen Harrier. They may have heard of the Harrier jump jet, whose hunting techniques can resemble those of the bird, and in the streets of Kidderminster they will know that their local football team is the Harriers. In Birchfield, Colchester, Morpeth, Preston, Swansea and many other towns they are likely to know that their local athletics club is the Harriers, but few will know anything of the bird.

It is easy not to notice the Hen Harrier as one goes about one’s daily life. They live in remote places and are fairly rare. You just don’t bump into Hen Harriers that often. And so the vast majority of the British public do not know or care much about this bird, and they are unaware of the conflict that it provokes amongst grouse shooters and nature conservationists, and of how high the feelings run on both sides of the argument.

I am very squarely in the ‘love Hen Harriers’ camp, as are many other birdwatchers. I’m not entirely sure why I love this bird so much, and by now the reasons are so lost in the past that it’s a bit like trying to explain why I love my children. I just do (most days).

I can remember the first Hen Harrier I ever saw. It was from Studland Heath on the western side of Poole Harbour one Christmas holiday when I was about 12 years old. My parents had taken me and a couple of school-friends to coastal Dorset for some bird watching. I guess we hoped to see Slavonian Grebes, divers and both species of godwits, as these were the species mentioned in my copy of John Gooders’s book Where to Watch Birds, which was our main guide in those days. I cannot remember us seeing any of those species, but almost as soon as we stopped the car we did see a Hen Harrier quartering the saltmarsh below us.

The Hen Harrier is a Buzzard-sized bird, although a rather longer-tailed, slimmer, more elegant bird of prey. Even though we had never seen one before, and even though we were at an age and stage of our bird-watching apprenticeships at which we were apt to misidentify new birds in what now seems an excruciatingly embarrassing manner, we all knew that this was a female or immature Hen Harrier, commonly known as a ‘ringtail’ because both the young birds (of either sex) and the adult females have about four broad dark-chocolate bands, separated by lighter brown bands, on their tails. But the most striking feature on this generally brown bird was its square white rump.

It was a pretty good view of one, too. We watched it for a few minutes as it flew just above the saltmarsh and occasionally dived into the channels, perhaps after some prey, before it gave up on this patch of the marsh and flew strongly away out of sight. We were all delighted – the day was made.

I had to wait a good few years before I saw an adult male Hen Harrier, flying over a young conifer plantation in central Wales. This pale-grey, blueish-grey and white bird, with black wingstips, well deserved its nickname of ‘silver ghost’ as it floated in the sunshine over the rows of small Sitka Spruce trees, before heading purposefully out of sight into the next valley. It was a brief view, but a treat to see such a special bird.

Every time I have seen a Hen Harrier since, be they ringtails or silver ghosts, I have felt that same thrill. It’s a beautiful bird – whether it is a male sky-dancing over a moor to attract and impress a female (or sometimes more than one) and to scare away other males, a ringtail on a warm winter’s day flying over the steppes of Extremadura, Spain, or the American race of the same species, (where it is known as the Northern Harrier or Marsh-hawk) crossing in front of my car in the prairies of South Dakota.

I have watched Hen Harriers coming in to roost as the light faded on winter evenings at the RSPB nature reserve of Minsmere in the mid-1970s. I have paused on a transect while studying moorland birds in the Flow Country of Sutherland to watch as an adult male flew over the Dubh Lochans and then into the plantation of young Sitka Spruce and Lodgepole Pines that was scarring the landscape. I could tell you most of the places where I have seen Hen Harriers, because each day I have seen a Hen Harrier has been enhanced by the sight of this bird.

Male Hen Harriers perform a spectacular ‘sky-dancing’ display that I’ve only seen once, and that was a rather half-hearted performance in northern Scotland years ago, but the memory sticks with me. If you are lucky enough to spend time with nesting Hen Harriers, as I hardly ever have, you may also see a food pass, where the male brings food back to the nest for the female and the chicks. The nest is the female’s preserve, and she will come off the nest as the male approaches; then the two birds will fly up together as the male drops the prey and his mate catches the Meadow Pipit, Rabbit or, yes, Red Grouse chick in mid-air and settles down again on the nest. The well-known naturalist Iolo Williams described his times with Hen Harriers to me, and he said that seeing a food pass would be a sight that would stay with you all your life – even if you lived to 110 (and I do hope that Iolo does)!

I love Hen Harriers, but I am no expert on them – I’ve never visited a nest, seen their eggs or studied their biology. I am a consumer of Hen Harrier sightings, like many other birdwatchers. However, through my former role working for the RSPB and my continuing interest in Hen Harrier conservation, I do know more about Hen Harriers than I know about most birds, and I know more about Hen Harriers than most people do. So this opening chapter is an introduction to the Hen Harrier. More precisely, it is an introduction to the bird’s biology, and to the problems it faces from humans gunning for it. Later in this book we will come to the problems it causes for some humans.

The Hen Harrier – biology

The Hen Harrier is a fairly common and widespread bird at latitudes between 35 and 70 degrees north in the Old World and New World alike. This is not a bird that hovers on the edge of extinction, nor one whose status is a matter of concern from a global perspective. No, the conservation issues surrounding the Hen Harrier are a rather parochial British issue concerning, as we shall see, a few thousand square kilometres of upland heather-clad moors.

For, in the UK, the Hen Harrier nests primarily in our uplands. This was not always so: in medieval times it was found nesting very widely in upland and lowland areas of open moor and rough grassland. It may have been its occasional depredation on free-range domestic poultry that gave it the name of Hen Harrier, but it is also possible that the name refers to one of its many wild prey species, a bird formerly called the Moor Hen or Moor Fowl, but now better known as the Red Grouse.

In winter some Hen Harriers stay on the moors on which they bred, feeding more often on the moorland edges and rough grazing, but others move south to the coastal marshes – giving rise, for example, to my first encounter in Poole Harbour. Some move further south into France, Spain and Portugal, and the UK population is augmented by birds visiting from the Continent.

Recoveries, dead and alive, of ringed birds give us some broad insights into Hen Harrier travels and longevity. The greatest distance travelled by a Hen Harrier immigrant to our shores was recorded at the end of the harsh 1962/63 winter, perhaps because the cold weather pushed continental birds, seeking western warmth, into this country: a female that had been ringed as a nestling in Finland the previous July was found poisoned near Deal in Kent in late March – over 2,000 kilometres from where she had hatched. Single birds from Germany, Finland and Sweden, all ringed as nestlings, have also been recovered in the UK, all on the east coast of England from Humberside to Kent. British-ringed birds have been recorded in winter in many European countries. A bird from mid-Wales was re-trapped by a ringer, alive, in Portugal, in the November after she had been ringed, having travelled over 1,600 kilometres to the south-southwest in just over three months, while an Orkney-ringed nestling was found dead in northern Norway in February 1961, having been ringed in July 1959 – a distance of 1,300 kilometres to the northeast.

More recently, many birds have been satellite-tagged, and this has provided much greater detail on the movement of a small but ever-increasing number of individuals. Some birds have travelled large distances (such as a juvenile male tagged in southern Scotland, which spent its first winter in northern Spain before returning to south Scotland in the subsequent May) whereas others have stayed close to where they were tagged, to within just a few kilometres, throughout the whole of a calendar year.

In winter the birds will roost together on the ground, often in marshy areas. In February and March 1976, after leaving school but before university, I volunteered at the RSPB reserve at Minsmere, Suffolk, where a close relative of the Hen Harrier, the Marsh Harrier, was the ‘star’ bird of prey, having hung on at this site as its sole UK breeding location. In those winter evenings, after a day of cutting reeds by hand, or erecting fences, or maybe picking up litter from the beach, I would sometimes sit in the raised Island Mere hide and wait for Hen Harriers to fly past in the gathering gloom. Sometimes they did and sometimes they didn’t; sometimes we would see just an individual ringtail fly low over the reed bed with the Sizewell nuclear power station in the background, and at other times a few birds would be



























































































































	The Hen Harrier is a marvellous and beautiful bird. If you haven’t seen one then have a look at the videos of it on the internet or, better still, go and seek it out in the places where it can still be found.

	Where driven grouse shooting is a major land use Hen Harriers are not tolerated, because they eat the Red Grouse that people want to shoot. Some gamekeepers, on some grouse moors, kill Hen Harriers despite the fact that this has been illegal for more than 60 years. The level of illegal persecution is enough to reduce the UK Hen Harrier population from a possible 2,600 pairs to around 500–800 pairs.

	The Hen Harrier is loved by some, hated by some, and totally ignored by most people. There is no other species of British bird whose population is so reduced by the illegal acts of just a few people. The Hen Harrier needs more friends.
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